Abstracts

blades of grass TO blades of history : SOME ruminations on REAL lawns and IMITATION lawns in eighteenth century gardens

The analysis of gardening and agronomical treatises suggests that in French gardens of the eighteenth century, the term « lawn » [gazon] refers to a reality of considerable complexity, undermining the distinction usually made between the well-tended lawn of the regular garden and the green sward of the irregular garden. In the absence of a single and generally accepted classification of graminaceae and considering the difficulties in obtaining the desired seeds, there was doubtless much diversity in the way planned lawns turned out. Ways of treating open spaces in gardens were dictated either by aesthetic choices or by economic considerations. The « green carpets » in regular gardens could be composed of seeded grass or turf, of lucern, sainfoin or clover. Lawns laid down as turf were to be found in irregular gardens, and turfing methods lasted through the century, independently of artistic choices.

This study draws attention to the existence of artificial lawns, telling the story of the shag carpeting imitating lawns mentioned by Vivant-Denon in his novel Point de lendemain. These imitation lawns, made from Spanish esparto grass or Stipa tenacissima (a graminaceae), were the invention of a certain Jean-François Gavoty de Berthe who manufactured them in his esparto works in the faubourg Saint-Antoine, at Paris, from 1776. The growing of esparto was to accompany agricultural development (bringing poor lands into cultivation) ; it could also reduce imports (esparto might come to replace hemp and linen) ; resisting humidity, the products manufactured from it could help improve conditions of hygiene. This type of shag carpeting imitating lawns, used in gardens and, more particularly, in grottoes, remained fashionable up to the Revolution.
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WATERWORKS AT CHANTILLY DURING THE SEVENTEENTH CENTURY

During he seventeenth century, the domain of Chantilly witnessed a programme of hydraulic engineering on an unprecedented scale, allowing for the drainage of the lands surrounding the chateau, at the bottom of the valley, and for the creation of a regular garden worthy of the chateau’s owner, the Prince of Condé. Le Nôtre, Gittard and Desgots commenced this work in about 1662, exploiting generous water resources which were put to work in a garden decorated with a host of water features : jets, fountains, cascades and ornamental lakes. Three complementary systems of water supply were used for this sumptuous garden : the aqueduct of Saint-Léonard, already in existence in 1622, a network of canals of which the Grand Canal is the main architectural feature (1671-1673) and finally, meeting ever-growing requirements, the hydraulic pump of the Manse pavilion (1677-1680).
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FROM BONNES TO CHAMARANDE, BIRTH AND DEVELOPMENT OF A GARDEN (SEVENTEENTH TO EIGHTEENTH CENTURIES)

The hazards of history and of urban development have led to the disappearance of many of the gardens that the parisian elites created in the region of the capital during the post-mediaeval period. Amongst the gardens that formerly graced the valley of the river Juine, south of Paris, those of Chamarande (formerly Bonnes) are perhaps the best conserved today. 

From the first half of the seventeenth century, there were already fountains and canals there, but the real creator of the garden was Pierre Mérault, a former tax farmer for the salt tax who also built the present-day chateau, from 1654. Several plans of the garden have been found for the following years, giving us a better understanding of the first gardens, often attributed to André Le Nôtre, but with no real proof. During the eighteenth century, the domain was considerably enlarged and redesigned for Louis de Talaru, Marquis of Chalmazel, the queen’s first maître d’hôtel. Carried out between 1737 and 1763 to the designs of Pierre Contant d’Ivry, this work is well documented, thanks to registers of the estate’s accounts and several projects or plans.

Inheriting a composition based primarily on a major longitudinal axis stretching out in front of the recently completed chateau, Contant d’Ivry was at pains to multiply lateral and diagonal perspectives and to break up the straight lines with compositions in curves and counter-curves, in which lawns played an important part. Numerous garden pavilions, arbours and other features for amusement bear witness not only to a desire for variety but also to changes in the ways gardens were enjoyed. The transformation of the place into an English-style garden from the 1780s fortunately left some of the older decorative elements intact. 
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THE LANDCAPE STYLE TO THE WEST OF THE LOIRE VALLEY DURING THE NINETEENTH CENTURY : FORM, FUNCTION AND IMAGINATION

The departments of the Loire-Atlantique and the Maine-et-Loire have many chateaux which left a lasting imprint on the organisation of the rural landscape. Interpreting old and contemporary cadastral maps, a general analysis of the territory of the two departments shows that during the nineteenth century, with the spread of the landscape style, the parks and gardens of all these chateaux underwent dramatic transformations. Despite a general degradation to be seen in most of the compositions, analysis on the ground still allows us to understand something of the landscape vocabulary of the time and to see how these gardens related to the surrounding countryside. The consultation of various archival sources – plans of garden designers, accounts by visitors, old postcards, etc. – also serve as an invitation to question the functions and imaginary qualities of these landscaped parks, which are more complicated than a merely formal approach might suggest. An attempt to translate the data into cartographic form shows that the expression of the landscape style differed according to the units considered and suggests that, in the absence of a standard model, this type of composition is in fact based on a succession of variables, following local diversity in terms of spatial and landscape realities. In their expression and in their underlying motives, the ways the environments of nineteenth-century chateaux were remodelled turns our to be more subtle than at first view.
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NEW GREENHOUSES FOR THE JARDIN DES PLANTES : CHARLES ROHAULT DE FLEURY (1801-1875) AND THE ENGLISH MODEL

At the end of the eighteenth century, the greenhouses at the Paris Jardin des Plantes were in poor repair and still belonged to an outdated type of construction. Technological developments during the eighteenth century (production of wrought and cast iron, of sheet glass, progress in heating techniques) revolutionised greenhouse construction. At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the nature of the greenhouse changed, ceasing to be a mere utilitarian structure designed for the culture of plants to become a real work of architecture.

It was in England that these changes were first seen. In 1817, John Claudius Loudon published his Remarks on the Construction of Hot-Houses. In France, several architects were interested in the transformation of greenhouses, one of the most important being Charles Rohault de Fleury, architect responsible for the Muséum d’Histoire naturelle in Paris. In 1833 a vast project for the renovation of the garden’s greenhouses was the occasion for a study trip to England by Rohault de Fleury. The notes he took during this voyage and those from a second voyage undertaken in 1851 are published as an annexe to this article. They bear witness to an interest for various questions pertaining to greenhouse construction : structures in wood or iron, techniques for producing and diffusing heat, the advantages of curved iron trusses or the problems of glazing and lighting.
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THE HISTORIC GARDEN, HERITAGE AS WELL : 

REMARKS ON THE PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED WITH THE PROTECTION, CONSERVATION AND RESTORATION OF HISTORIC PARKS AND GARDENS
Although historic gardens have been fully recognised as an integral part of the national heritage for about twenty years now, their very nature implies certain contradictions and limits. In their protection, in their management and conservation and up to the ultimate phase of their restoration, for all the actors concerned they raise issues to do with the pertinence and legitimacy of their interventions. At any moment, a historic garden runs the risk of losing the irreducible and residual part of the identity it has managed to maintain from its creation up to the final phase of its re-appropriation. 

Today, should we not prefer a « re-creation » or a « restoration inspired by… », rather than a servile restoration to some hypothetical original state ? This debate is a recent one and the arguments exchanged passionate and even virulent.

Key words : 

Historic garden / protection / historic monument / conservation / management / restoration / Charter of Florence / Ludovic Vitet

